Social description or social-scientific interpretation? A survey of modem scholarship. 
INTRODUCTION
Interest in the situational context of the biblical docum ents and the traditions which they contain, is not new. W ell-know n attem p ts a t a sociological in terp re tatio n of early C hristianity a re the Marxist reading (Scroggs 1980:177-179 ) and the Chicago school o f New Testament studies (Funk 1976:4-22) , both of which have b een im plicit ly o r explicitly reductionist in postulating social causes for all religious phenom ena (Schutz 1982:3-11; M eeks 1983:3) . Also, th e so-called form-critical school had an • This article is based on a chapter of the dissertation (November 1990) : Compassion -the essence of life; A social-scientiric study of the religious sym bolic universe reflected in the ideology/theology of Luke. The dissertation, with Prof Dr AG van Aarde as promoter, was submitted and accepted as part of the requirem ents for the DD degree, Faculty of Theology (Section A), University of Pretoria.
enquiry into the socio -h isto rical b ackground o f a text as p a rt of its exegetical program m e as early as the beginning of the century. The Sitz im Leben interest was concerned with collecting 'explicit evidence as to social and historical context ' (Elliott 1981:3; see also K Berger 1977:219) , and used the data for asocial description of the presum ed reconstructed socio-historical background o f the texts. T he sam e could be said about earlier investigations -term ed 'social' or 'socio-historical' -by scholars such as Lohmeyer, Von Dobschiitz, Troeltsch, Matthews and Case (cf Scroggs 1980: 164-165; Schiitz 1982:3-11, 21 notes 5 and 16; O siek 1984:3) . T h e in te re st was prim arily historical in ch aracter for theological relevance, and practically nothing can be found in those publications on the subject o f social-scientific theory a n d /o r m ethod (M eeks 1983:3) . This earlier approach could therefore be term ed a naive description o f social setting, whereby social inform ation was used to undergird and supplem ent historical supposition.
The nineteen-seventies heralded a renewed interest in the social background of the New T estam en t docum ents. A fresh ap p ro ach was in d icated -com pared to earlier related efforts -by an app ro p riatio n by biblical scholars o f the theoretical and m ethodological insights provided by the social sciences -sociology, anth ro p o logy and psychology. In contrast to the social description for historical relevance th at resulted from earlier studies with a social interest (H arris 1984:102-103) , the renew ed interest by biblical scholars in the social dim ension of texts from the outset stated its intention to take cognizance o f and utilize the theoretical concepts and em pirical m ethods of th e scientific disciplines o f sociology, anthropology and psychology, in o rd e r to explain the productive societal powers that gave rise to the biblical documents. The whole purpose of such an undertaking would be to b etter understand the text o f the Bible. T h ere being no previous guidelines along which to p roceed, a theo retical b a s is a n d m e th o d o lo g ic a l s t r u c tu r e fo r th e a p p lic a tio n o f s o c io lo g ic a l, a n thropological and psychological principles to the texts o f the B ible had to be constructed. The bew ildering diversity of quantitative and qualitative m ethods and m odels that these disciplines present, has led to all kinds of exploratory work within the exegetical subdiscipline that has come to be known as the sociology of the New T estam ent. D ifferent scholars have o pted for different approaches, m ethods and m odels in trying to uncover new inform ation on the social background of the New T estam ent (cf Smith 1975:19-21; Scroggs 1980:167-171; Best 1983:187-190; Edwards 1983:431-444; H arrington 1988:77-85) .
In th e gathering m om entum o f publications on this new field o f interest, the indiscrim inate use o f the term s 'social' and 'sociological' resulted in the equating of so cia l description w ith socia l-scien tific expla n a tio n (c f E llio tt 1981:3; M alin a 56 :241; Osiek 1984:4-6) . This is unfortunate, because a genuine social-scientific a p p ro a c h o p e ra te s on a d iffe re n t level from th a t o f so cial d e sc rip tio n . B est (1983:185) d istingu ish es b etw een tw o levels o f a p p lic atio n o f social-scien tific categ o ries to th e New T estam en t, nam ely description an d explanation (see also G ager 1979:175) , and states:
H TS <7/1 (1991) P van Stadai A A G v a n Aarde

1982
F o r a truly sociological ap p ro ach , how ever, o n e m ust m ove to th e second level, th a t o f explanation. H e re th e tools and techniques of m odern sociological study are used, not merely to describe but also to probe the inner dynamics of the early Christian m ovem ent, regarded n o t as a u niq ue event b u t as an exam ple o f p a tte rn s o f b eh av io u r which may be widely observed and objectively studied. (Best 1983:185) G ag er (1982) has shed even m ore light o n the issue. R efe rrin g to an article by Smith (1975:19-20) in which no less than fo u r different approaches within this field were distinguished. G ager reserved the description 'sociological' o r 'social-scientific'
for the approach that, according to Smith, encom passed 'an analysis o f Christianity as a social world, as the creation of a world o f meaning which provided a plausibility structure for those who chose to inhabit it' (Smith 1975:19-20; cf Dom eris 1988:379) .
G ager states that only such an approach can be properly characterized as sociological or, m ore broadly, social scien tific, fo r it is only h e re th a t specific ac a d em ic d isc ip lin essociology, anthropology and psychology -have contributed explana tory theories and hypotheses. (G ager 1982:258) It is clear, then, that there is a difference betw een the reference o f the term s 'social'
and 'sociological', and th a t this difference needs fu rth e r clarification. T h e m ost lo g ical w ay to s ta rt w ou ld b e to ta k e a m o re d e ta ile d lo o k a t th e d iffe re n t approaches denoted by the above terms, in o rd er to be able to judge the w ork of the authors under consideration properly.
SO CIA L V ER SU S S O a O L O G IC A L A PPR O A C H
It has b e e n n oted by several scholars th a t som e confusion exists as regards the reference of the above term s (cf G ager 1979:175; G ottw ald 1982:143; Schutz 1982:1; Osiek 1984:4) . The words have apparently been used interchangeably to refer to the study of any explicit d a ta in th e New T estam en t texts on any societal phenom ena (both concrete and abstract) in the period of early Christianity, and mainly for the purpose o f historical interest. This m eans th at the question facing the in terp re ter changes from 'W hat did the author m ean?' to 'W as there anything in the contem po rary societal structu re th a t this utteran ce could be a reflection o f?' T h e texts are processed in this way until every scrap o f inform ation that might have som e social relevance has been tagged and included in a database. T hen the datab ase itself is so rted into categories such as 'cu ltu ra l', 'p o litical', 'eco n o m ical', and 'religious'. Each of these categories contains the inform ation on the different social institutions th at could be assigned to it. Finally, the accum ulated inform ation serves as a new source from w hich to ex tract th e in fo rm atio n n eed e d to re co n stru ct any o f the settings th a t could be deem ed connected to an utteran ce in o rd er to facilitate the understan d in g o f th a t u ttera n c e . C o rro b o ra tio n for th e reco n stru cted setting is sought from both biblical and nonbiblical literary sources from the same period, and from archaeological evidence (O siek 1984:4) . In this way a picture em erges of the tim e o f the origin o f early C hristianity -a picture containing much detail already, and being added to all the tim e as new d ata emerge.
T his w hole exercise, as well as th e resu lts th a t it may p ro d u ce, is called by different nam es: social analysis, social description, socio-historical approach, social history, even sociological analysis. This is w here the confusion starts, and it becomes im perative to delineate the reference of the terms. T he p ro ced u re described above can be te rm e d a social description o r social history, b u t not a sociological analysis. A social description accumulates d ata th at it regards as relev an t in o rd e r to co n trib u te to the h istorical un d erstan d in g of the background of the New T estam ent texts or text-segm ents (H arris 1984:105) . W hen needed, pieces of the am assed inform ation are fitted together like a jigsaw puzzle.
T he structure o f the text or the ideological point of view of the n arrato r or any other literary or redaktionsgeschichtliche concepts are o f no consequence in this approach.
T exts a re simply reg ard ed as sociological inform ants o f th e m ost basic kind, con taining unreflected social d ata on diverse subjects (see D om eris 1988:379-381 for a concise discussion of social descriptions and histories).
By th e term sociological analysis, on th e o th e r hand, som eth in g com pletely different is m eant. It is already clea r from previous discussion th a t 'sociological approach/analysis' refers to the im plem entation o f m ethods o f analysis and research 58 H T S 47/1 (1991) P v a n S ta d e n A A G vanA arde based o n epistem ologies relevant to the social sciences. T he term has a generic re feren ce, b u t a t th e sam e tim e it ap p lies to a specific d iscip lin e o f the social sciences, namely sociology. F or the sake o f clarification it would therefore be b etter to replace it with the broader term , th at is, social-scientific analysis. T he purpose of such analysis, to my mind, is not simply to accum ulate data. D epending on the end tow ards which the analysis is done -which is an exposition o f the m eaning o f the n arrativ e discourse as autonom ous object d 'art -it may u tilize the results o f the form er m ethod, while always striving to com prehend and explain the data. A socialscientific analysis abstracts d ata in the sense of unearthing, m aking explicit w hat is buried and im plicit in the n arrative discourse. An analogy to this process can be found in G en ette's (1980) narratological theory. H e also abstracted the story (récit) from th e n a rra tiv e d isco u rse (histoire). T h e analysis o f th e récit co n cern s the reciprocal relations betw een the characters (V an A arde 1988:238).
M ethodologically speaking, the only direct and explicit social info rm atio n we have for the contextual history of the text is th e literary w ork itself, constituting a social fact. Social-scientific d a ta w ithin the n arrative is n o t directly accessible or av a ilab le fo r a h isto ric al (re )c o n stru c tio n . O f co u rse it can be, a n d is b eing, accessed in that way, but I would regard this as m ethodologically fallacious. Such data have acquired the characteristics of literary elem ents, and should be analyzed as such. T ranslating such literary-social d ata into p u re social d ata fit to be used in a historical (re)construction, is a rath er complex procedure. It involves an integration of literary analysis and social-scientific analysis in a way th a t is beneficial to both disciplines, and, m ost o f all, should d eliv er resu lts th a t are ab le to stan d up to critical evaluation. First, a thorough literary analysis should be m ade o f th e text, according to its type (i e narrative). Then, on the macro-social level o f the relation ship betw een ideas and social reality, th e text can be analysed in term s o f som e m acro-theory -D urkheim ian, W eberian or Marxist. To use Theissen's term s, such a m acro-sociological analysis could be te rm e d a 'stru ctu ral hom ologue' (T heissen 1978:26-27, 121 note 8; 1982:190) of th e narrative analysis o f the work. According to T heissen the concept 'structural hom ologue' designates a structural correspond ence betw een different entities or phenom ena, and by the correspondence a connec tio n is e stab lish ed (T h eissen 1978:26) . T h en , o n th e m icro -so cial level o f the relationship betw een the au th o r and the reader, and using the results of the macrosociological analysis, the text can be analysed in term s o f com m unications theory by m eans o f interpretive m odels from the fields of sociology, anthropology and psyc hology. Such analysis w ould co n stitu te a 'stru c tu ra l h o m o lo g u e' to th e literary analysis of reader response. Finally, the results from both the literary and the macro and m icro-sociological analyses are used to in terp re t and explain not the historical world, b ut the narrative o r referential world of the text. In other words, at this time the interpreter is still moving within the text.
Only now can the interpreter use the database constructed by the accum ulation of explicit social data, and use it for the purpose of comparison. TTie explicit data is considered to constitu te th a t which is norm al, th a t is, th e 'h ab itu alized activity' associated w ith th e 'typificatory schem es' th a t apply to everyday life (B erg er & Luckm ann 1967:28-31, 53-54) . The narrative world, created by the text, should be com pared to the everyday historical w orld to which the text belongs in o rd e r for those elem ents within the narrative world th at are new, different or strange, to be discernible and identifiable. Only on the basis o f the inform ation procured in this way can we begin to m ake inferences about the social setting for which the text was intended.
In this, the m ain part of the article, the approaches of some of the m ajor exponents of this type of study will be discussed. Only a few South A frican scholars -such as D e V illiers (1984), Jo u b ert (1987; 1990) , D om eris (1988) , and B otha (1989) -have w orked on the subject of the social-scientific study o f the New T estam ent. Several other articles exist which provide readers with an introduction to the social-scientific approach tow ards th e New T estam en t (e g Scroggs 1980; M alina 1982 Best 1983; O siek 1984; E lliott 1986) . M ost o f these works are general surveys of the field o f study. T he purpose o f the p resen t survey is to determ ine m ore specifically the nature and content of the social-scientific approach of the scholars u n d er conside ration. W orks of the following authors, representing the m ainstream of the socialscientific study o f th e New T estam en t, will be assessed: Jo h n H E lliott, Jo h n G G ager, Bruce J Malina, Wayne A Meeks, N orm an R Petersen, G erd Theissen. The o rd e r in w hich they a re tre a te d is n o t sig n ifican t, ex cep t th a t it re fle c ts th e approxim ate chronological sequence in which they published their major works. In another essay on methodology, Theissen (1982:176-177; cf M alina 1982 :238 fo r a sim ilar view ) sta te s his conviction th a t a sociological sta te m e n t seek s to describe and explain interpersonal behavior with reference to those characteristics which transcend the personal.
First of all, then, a sociological question is less concerned with w hat is individual than with what is typical, recurrent, general. Second, it is less concerned with the singular conditions of a specific situation than with structural relationships which apply to several situations. (Theissen 1982:177) T he procedure by m eans o f which he proposes to accom plish the sociological task sketched in the quo tatio n above, is th at used in th e form -critical analysis of texts (see T h e iss e n 1982:177), by w hich he show s h im self to b e c o n siste n t in his indebtedness to the form-critical tradition for his whole approach.
A ccording to this procedure sociological inform ation has to be extracted from the sources by a process o f in ference. T h re e d ifferen t types o f m eth o d may be distinguished (cf Theissen 1978:3; 1982:177; see also O siek 1984:43) : ■ C onstructive co n clu sio n s a re d raw n fro m a n e v a lu a tio n o f p re -sc ie n tific statem ents which give eith er prosopographic inform ation about the background, status and roles o f individuals (Scroggs 1980:174) , or sociographic inform ation a b o u t th e p ro g ram m e , o rg a n iz atio n an d p a tte rn s o f b e h a v io u r o f groups, institutions, organizations and other larger com munities. A ccording to Theissen (1982:177) th ere a re very few sociographic statem en ts ab o u t early C hristian groups, while prosopographic statem ents about individuals are m ore num erous (Theissen 1982:178) . In accordance with social-scientific m ethods of handling em pirical data, such statem ents are to be assessed in term s of reliability, validity and representativeness (Theissen 1982:178) .
■ Analytic methods afford an indirect approach to sociological inform ation. Such m ethods are used -in the absence o f explicit d a ta -to draw inferences from statem en ts ab o u t (recu rren t) historical events (cf T heissen 1978:3; 1982:181-182 ), a b o u t con flicts b e tw e e n g ro u p s o r o v er e th ic a l a n d legal n o rm s (cf Theissen 1978:3; 1982:182-186) , and from religious symbols like literary forms and poetic m odes of expression, e g parables, structural homologues, et cetera (cf Theissen 1978:3; 1982:187-191; see especially Theissen 1982:198 , note 28 for a discussion on structural homologues). ■ Comparative m ethods are geared tow ards establishing w hat is typical for eariy C hristianity. T his can be d one in o n e o f two ways: e ith e r by analysing the differences brought forward by a com parison betw een early Christianity and the surrounding culture, o r by analysing the analogies betw een n o t only th e said groups, but also betw een Christianity and any 'com parable m ovem ents, groups, or p henom ena o f w hatever e ra ' (T heissen 1982:192) . A ccording to T heissen (1982:192) , th e re fo re , it is p o ssib le to c o m p a re e a rly C h ristia n ity to 'all m essianic-chiliastic m ovem ents, w here again and again we find com parable characteristics.... ' Theissen (1982:194) admits that 'the disadvantage o f any such procedure relying on analogies is its relative lack of precision', but still thinks it w orthy o f in v e stig atio n . It sh o u ld be s ta te d in c ritiq u e ag ain st T h eissen , however, that this admission negates his own rem ark about the social-scientific asse ssm e n t o f e m p iric a l d a ta in te rm s o f re lia b ility , v a lid ity a n d r e p r e sentativeness (cf preceding discussion on 'constructive conclusions') -o r is it a m atter of inadequacy of theoretical explanation?
Concluding his discussion of methodology, Theissen (1982:195) S 47/1 (1991) P van SUukn A A G v a n Aarde studies. It is clearly recognized, however, th at Theissen has a wide know ledge of social-scientific theory, and can use th e asp ects o f it th a t a re ap p licab le to the m aterial (see for instance G ager 1979:175; Scroggs 1980:174) . A ccording to Schiitz (1982:16) T heissen is concerned ab o u t 'a general critical theory of religion which will also be responsive to the historian's perception o f religious data....' W ithin the general critical theory T heissen's choice for functionalist analysis assigns to him an in term ed iate position betw een phenom enological analysis on the one hand, which p ro ceed s from th e assu m p tio n th a t relig io n has distin ctiv e ch ara c teristics th a t differentiate it from norm al reality and therefore m ake it inaccessible to sociological analysis (cf Schiitz 1982:16) , and reductionistic analysis on the o th e r hand, which assigns to all religious phenom ena some non-religious origin, and which th erefore exposes itself to the criticism of being reductionist (cf Schiitz 1982:16; see M alina 1982:237 for a discussion o f reductionism as the process of subsum ing one m odel into another).
'F unctionalism ' as a m ethodological concept for sociological analysis proceeds from the theoretical assum ption th at the norm al and desired condition for a group or society is to be in equilibrium , because a state of equilibrium is conducive to the p ro p e r an d e ffic ie n t fu n c tio n in g o f th e co llec tiv e p a rts o f so ciety (c f E llio tt reconstruction. O ne of the criticisms of the functionalist perspective is precisely that it reflects a conservative bias (cf Cohen 1968:58) . It is therefore not surprising that T heissen has chosen this approach, considering w hat has b een established about him already, namely his indebtedness and loyalty to the traditional historical-critical approach (see the preceding discussion). T h a t is why it can be said th at he leans m ore tow ard social history than tow ards ab stract sociological theory in his works (Schutz 1982:20; cf H arris 1984:107) . It is also clear, though, th at Theissen is not bound to one m ethod -he him self has pleaded for the use of any m ethod if it proves to have heuristic value (Theissen 1978:4-5; 1982:195; see also Scroggs 1980:166-167 ; cf E lliott 1986:10-26, for a detailed discussion and evaluation o f T heissen's func tio n alist ap p ro ach ; M alina 1982:240, n o te 18 for criticism on T h eissen 's use of psychological models). T o ac c o u n t fo r th e fact th a t early C h ristia n ity , u n lik e o th e r m ille n a ria n m ovem ents, endured and even grew. G ager used the psychological theory of cogni tive dissonance -a theory proposed by Festinger (1957) T h e assum ption o f th e theo ry is th a t th e re is in individuals a tendency tow ard cognitive consistency. Inconsistency, or dissonance, therefore needs to be reducedthe greater the dissonance, the m ore pressure there is to reduce it (Freedm an, Sears • T he existence of dissonance, being psychologically uncom fortable, will motivate the person to try to reduce the dissonance and to achieve consonance. • W hen dissonance is present, in addition to trying to reduce it, the person will activ ely avoid situ a tio n s a n d in fo rm a tio n th a t w ould likely in c re a se th e dissonance.
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• T he presence of dissonance gives rise to pressures to elim inate the dissonance.
T he stren g th of th e pressu res to red u ce the dissonance is a fu n ctio n o f the m a g n itu d e o f th e d is so n a n c e ( , and the last is a m atter o f 'dom ain', th at is the phenom enon that is being studied. Any social world in its concrete expression at basic level as a community must, according to Smith (1978:124) , exist in som e place a t a c e rta in tim e -it c a n n o t re m a in in th e a b stra ct. U sing th e term s 'w orldconstruction' and "w orld-m aintenance' as defined within the sociology o f knowledge by B erger & Luckm ann (1967), G ager displays a processual understanding o f social world. Y et he fails to achieve concreteness, to arrive at th at world he believes the early C hristians to be creating (Smith 1978:125) . This fact gave rise to the title of R a th e r than any a ttem p t to solve the cognitive dissonance resulting from the disconfirm ation of its b elief system, I will argue th a t it was the dissonance itself along with the norm ative inconsistencies typical of early Christian movem ent groups that best accounts for the survival and grow th of these groups....[I]n the social setting o f earliest C hris tianity, norm ative inconsistency was the rule.
It is clear that G ager has fewer followers than critics on the issues discussed above.
It is equally clea r, though, th a t G a g e r's m ajor w ork, Kingdom and C om m unity, exhibits the sam e pio n eerin g spirit th a t is found in T heissen, and for th a t G ager should receive credit. O n average, and d espite th e criticism , M eeks's w ork has b een well received, described as 'the best single volum e on the Pauline social world' (E lliott 1985:333) at the tim e and a 'balanced use o f historical-critical and sociological-anthropological m ethods and theories' (H arris 1984:110).
3.4 Bruce JM a lin a W hile, in the above discussion on Theissen, G ager and M eeks, criticism has been voiced concerning the lacic o f explication o f th eir theory and the m odels they use, the sam e could not be said a b o u t M alina. H e has w ritte n extensively, an d has always b een a t pains to explicate both theory and m odel. M alina has also done som e invaluable work tow ards making the complex realm o f social-scientific theory and m odels accessible to th e in terested re ad er by w riting clearly and concisely on the subject (cf M alina 1982:229-242; 1983:119-133 for sh o rt introductions to his w ork; cf 1986a, e sp ec ia lly p ag es 1-27, fo r a c o m p re h e n siv e e x p lic a tio n an d application of 'practical models for biblical interpretation').
A n im p o rtan t observ atio n by M alina (1982:237) on th e use o f m odels is the following:
...hum an beings gen erate m odels in o rd er to un d erstan d th eir expe riences. N o m odel th a t we know of is useful fo r every conceivable purpose. T h ere is no m odel to help u n d erstan d all m odels, ju st as there is no language that one could learn to be able to understand all languages. T he use o f m odels is like th e use o f tools; in this sense m odels are question-specific or area-specific constructs. T h e a p p ro priate m odel depends on the type of inform ation one seeks to gene rate and com prehend. W hile this is tru e in g en eral, it is also tru e o f specific and co n tro lle d effo rts to interpret hum an society or som e aspect of it. A 'social system', according to M alina (1982:232) , is actually a sort of m odel intrinsic to any hum an group. Its function is to provide 'categories of hum an experience and behavior th at serve to help under stand, control, and predict the flow of hum an interaction'. T herefore, any effort to understand or interpret hum an behaviour is based on som e m odel of how the system works, and this is true w hether it is acknowledged (explicit m odels) or not (implicit m odels) (cf Carney 1975:5; M alina 1982:232; Elliott 1986:6) .
It is ch aracteristic o f th e social sciences to use th e m odels -w h e th e r socio logical, anthropological, political, economic, educational, religious, cross-cultural or psychological (M alina 1982:232) -to examine hum an interaction in term s o f w hat is typical and recurrent. T his poses a problem when social systems are to b e in ter p reted th a t a re n ot available for observation, such as those of the early C hristian groups. T hese groups are p resen ted to us as p a rt o f the co n ten t o f literary texts, whose m ain character is not simply descriptive, but ideological. In o th er words, the a u th o r w ould em ploy only such in fo rm atio n (possibly o f in te re st to th e social sciences) as would be instrum ental to his ideological point o f view and purpose. In addition, the inform ation w ould be in the guise of a way of expression peculiar to th e au th o r, and th e re fo re in cidental. This m eans th a t a n o th e r set o f m odels is needed besides those used to interpret the functioning of hum an social systems, and th at w ould be m odels 'o f the n ature and function of language (linguistics)' (M alina 1982:232) .
A nother factor that has to be considered is the historical issue. T he societies we wish to study are ancient, historical societies. They are not present to be observed and com pared with oth er societies. They are contained in texts (units of meaning) from the p ast (cf M alina 1982:233) . B ecause o f th e 'distance', in m ore th an one sense, of those societies from our own, the meanings that prevailed in them would of necessity be alien to us. H istory, as a m odel for the in terp re ta tio n of such alien m eaning, 'seeks to explain events in term s o f th e distinctiveness of agents and agencies, in term s of p articu larities and differences. T he o th e r social sciences, rooted in the present, prescind from the past for the most part to seek out generali ties, com m onalities, sam enesses' (M alina 1982:233) . T he problem is that 'in order to ferret out distinctiveness all the comm onalities of the area under study have to be known and articulated ' (M alina 1982:233) . Therefore, models o f the social science sort need to be combined with models o f the history sort and models o f the linguistic sort to interpret (biblical) texts from the past (M alina 1982:233) . T h e th ird m ain type o f social science p e rsp ectiv e focuses on th e sym bolic character of hum an interaction. O ther than the structural functionalist and conflict models, the symbolic m odel does not presuppose 'that a social system is a group of interacting persons whose interactions are structured and oriented around common purposes' (M alina 1982:235) . According to this approach a social system is regarded as a 'system of symbols, that is, meanings, values and feelings ab o u t the meanings an Minimally, the m odel should have the following features: (1) it should be a cross-cultural m odel, accounting for th e in te rp re te r as well as those interpreted in som e com parative perspective; (2) it should be of a sufficient level o f a b stractio n to allow for th e surfacing o f sim i larities that facilitates comparison; (3) the m odel should be able to fit a la rg e r sociolinguistic fram e fo r in te rp re tin g texts; (4) it should derive from ex periences th a t m atch w hat we know o f th e tim e and 150-151). A n im portant benefit of the use of cross-cultural models is that it requires th e in te rp re te r to co n stan tly ta k e n o te of, and acco u n t for, h is /h e r own social location, and so th e use of such m odels should act as a d e te rre n t for ethnocentric Ethnocentricity refers to the very comm on and universally found inclination of any individual or group to in te rp re t th e p ro p erties a n d /o r behavior o f any 'alien' individual a n d /o r group in term s of the norms, values and characteristics of the own group. T he concept 'e th n o ce n trism ' was in tro d u ced by W illiam G Sum ner, and refers to a 'view of things in which one's own group is the center o f everything, and all others are scaled and rated with reference to it' (Sum ner 1940:13) . The values of the own group, as th e in-group, 'a re eq u ate d w ith abstract, universal standards of m orality and th e practices of the in-group are exalted as b e tte r o r m ore "natural" it sensitizes the interp re ter to the fact th at the society being studied was configured radically different from ours. The in te rp re te r should th erefo re take extrem e care not to be ethnocentrically anachronistic.
3^ John H Elliott
E lliott, even at a cursory reading, shows him self to have an excellent com m and of the theory and concepts of the social sciences, combining th at with an inform ed way o f p erceiving an d h andling th e texts. H e is also th e first o f th e a u th o rs u n d e r consideration to concentrate on the sociological in terp re tatio n of one single New T e sta m e n t w ritin g (E llio tt 1981:7; see also E dw ards 1983:442). (A ccording to E llio tt [1989] , F e rn a n d o B elo [1975] T he term 'strategy' is o f in terest and of im portance. E llio tt (1981:10) defines the term as referring to th e d elib erate design of a docum ent calculated to have a specific social effect on its in te n d ed hearers o r read ers. T his has to do with the pragm atic dim ension o f the text, and includes aspects such as its goals, means, and intended function (E lliott 1987:2) . Evidence of the strategy o f a text can be found in its m anner of description, emphasis, and evaluation o f certain selected features; the way in w hich it ' proscribes or criticises a n d /o r prescribes or praises ' certain actions, roles, institutions, attitudes, beliefs, et cetera, o r 'explains, justifies, and legitimates' these (E lliott 1987:2) . T he 'strategy' has to b e related to the 'situation' o f the text. 
Norman R Petersen
Petersen is the second author under consideration who undertook a social-scientific investigation of a single New T estam ent docum ent, namely P au l's L etter to Phile m on (P e te rse n 1985). P e te rse n 's ap p ro ach in this w ork could be a p p ro p riately described as an integration of the salient elem ents of three key fields -two of them tak en from the social sciences (sociology and anthropology) and th e o th e r from literary theory (narratology) -into 'the traditional philological base o f the historical critical m ethod ' (Petersen 1985:bt; cf Hays 1987:173; O siek 1987:39; D arr 1988:118, and W im bush 1988:121 A ccording to Berger & Luckmann (1967:5) this is a general problem th a t arises w hen specific factors such as the historical, psychological, biological, econom ical or sociological, are seen as determ inative of hum an thought. T he postulate th at social reality is created by man, and th at man in turn is shaped by th at reality, has led to the seemingly paradoxical statem en t of the sociology of knowledge th at society is a product of m an (B erger & Luckm ann 1967:1,3,15) , and man is a product o f society (B erger 1973:13-14) . This observation, th at man and society reciprocally define one another, is o f fundam ental im portance for the exegesis o f New T estam ent texts -it red ire c ts o u r a tte n tio n to th e fact th a t tim e is a cap tu rin g device, b o th fo r the historically 'encapsulated' society that we study through its literary products, and for the 'encap su lated ' society into which we find ourselves absorbed. In essence this m eans th a t w hilst th e relatio n sh ip betw een m an and society has som e universal traits, it also differs substantially betw een one tim e and place and others. M alina ■ 'T he sociology o f know ledge...is concerned with the way in which systems of thought...are conditioned by other social facts (Sprott 1954:141) .
It is clear from a reading of P etersen 's (1985) work th a t the social-scientific p a rt of his interpretive m odel is based on his literary insight. In a discussion and evaluation o f th e social-scientific elem ents o f his ap p ro ach th e key literary elem en ts would therefore have to be referred to again.
Probably the m ost im portant one of these literary elem ents for Petersen, is the concept o f the referential history, o r the narrative world of a n arrativ e discourse.
Petersen, following Eco (1979) , understands the concept to refer to the world as it is re p re s e n te d in th e text, an d th a t w o rld re p re se n ts th e re fe re n tia l fu n ctio n of m essages as explicated by R om an Jakobson (P etersen 1985:33, note 3; 1978:9-48) . D efining the concept, Petersen (1985:33, note 3) states: 'the world of a narrative is a literary construction, and the events which take place in that world have a narrative quality'. E lsew here he form ulates as follows: 'T h e n arrative w orld is th a t reality w hich a n a rra to r bestow s u p o n his a cto rs and u p o n th e ir actio n s....' (P e te rse n 1985:7). This literary-theoretical statem ent provides the link betw een the literary and social-scientific endeavours. A ccording to P e tersen (1985:ix) ' "worlds" are hum an constructions, w hether they are the constructions o f societies or o f narrators, and...narrative w orlds are com prised o f the sam e kinds o f social facts -symbolic form s and social arrangem ents -as socalled real w orlds'. In this way th e literary concept of narrative worlds becom es accessible to social science analysis.
T he link-up in P eterse n 's approach, betw een th e literary concept o f th e n a r rative world as a constructed world, and the sociology of knowledge's presentation of social reality as a constructed reality, seem s alm ost inevitable. Petersen (1985:17-22, especially 20-21) S ocial a rra n g e m e n ts , th e r e fo re , have to do w ith th e so c ia l in s titu tio n s one en co u n ters in everyday life, institu tio n s w ithin th e fields o f econom ics, politics, religion and kinship. It has to do with the social relations enacted by the actors who represent these institutions. All these elem ents make up the fabric o f w hat is known as th e social universe (P e te rse n 1985:27-28) o r institutional order. T his o rd e r, however, is a segm ented one, precisely by virtue o f its institutionality. The discrete in stitu tio n al processes need to be in te g ra te d into a com prehensive m eaningful system. This is done by the symbolic universe, which is an all-em bracing fram e of re fe re n c e th a t p ro v id e s an in te g ra tiv e m ean in g fo r a so ciety th a t co n sists of segm ented institutions and diverse subjective experiences (cf V an Staden 1988:349, sum marizing B erger & Luckmann). Petersen (1985:57) defines a symbolic universe as a body of traditional knowledge known through language and symbol, a system of meanings that defines and thereby creates a 'world'. It shapes and legitim ates social institutions (cf D arr 1988:120). The social universe, according to P etersen (1985:27-28) , is in h ab ited by bo th b elievers and non-believers, w hile G o d and C hrist are ab sen t from th e social universe bu t p resen t in th e sym bolic universe. T hey are p resen t in the social universe only as objects of know ledge. T h erefo re P etersen m akes a distinction betw een theology and sym bolic universe as rep re se n tin g two different kinds of knowledge. H e states:
Theology...is...a kind of know ledge th at is th e p roduct o f system atic reflectio n upon a sym bolic universe, and in d eed o f reflectio n th a t serves to m aintain that universe w hen it is in som e kind of jeopardy, as for example from the threats of doubt, of disagreem ent, o r of com peting symbolic universes. Theology is...a kind o f know ledge th a t is produced to defend and m aintain the knowledge comprising a symbo lic universe, and for this reason we can speak o f a symbolic universe as a prim ary (pre-reflectiv e) form o f know ledge and theology as a secondary (reflective) form that is dependent on it.
( Petersen 1985:29-30) A ccording to Hays (1987:173) the second chapter o f P etersen 's Rediscovering Paul, which scrutinizes the social structures and arrangem ents depicted in the narrative w orld, is 'the real h ea rt o f P etersen 's w ork', offering the g reatest advances in our understanding of Paul.
However, Hays (1987:174) is critical o f Petersen's distinction betw een 'symbolic universe' and 'theology'. H e describes Petersen's survey o f Paul's symbolic universe as 'looking very much like a summary of Pauline theology under the unifying them es o f kinship and m aster-slave rela tio n s'. H e is also doubtfu l w h eth er th e socialan th ro p o lo g ic a l cate g o rie s allow P e te rse n to a d e q u a te ly display th e narrative structure of Paul's 'symbolic universe'.
.6 2 U sing social anthropology
T o study these institutions and th e social relatio n s as p resen te d in th e narrative, P e te rse n em ploys th e d iscipline o f social anthropology, a su bfield o f th e social science 'anthropology'. H e consciously chooses to use social anthropology, because it accom plishes w hat sociology can n o t -nam ely it accounts fo r th e category of symbolic form s and its relation to social arrangements (cf Petersen 1985:18) .
T he re la tio n sh ip b etw een th e w orlds ex p lo red by a n th ro p o lo g ists an d th e n a rra tiv e w orlds co nsists m ainly in b o th b ein g 'closed system s' (see P e te rse n 1985:40, note 61 and 63, for bibliographic references on this subject). T his m eans that "w hen and as such worlds are experienced, they com prise an internally ordered w hole w hich is th e ultim ate object o f interest, for it is the fram e o f referen ce in which the parts m ake sense' (P etersen 1985:20) . The read er of a narrative and the anthropologist a re also alike inasm uch as they are both 'p a rticip an t observers in other worlds ' (Petersen 1985:20) .
A ccording to the exposition by P e te rse n th e th re e fields, nam ely n arrativ e criticism, sociology o f knowledge, and social anthropology, are com patible enough for them to be incorporated into a model with which to study the narrative world of a New T estam ent narrative discourse. T he prim ary factor prom oting compatibility is th e fact th a t all th re e o f th ese fields apply to th e study o f 'w orlds' -narrative worlds, social worlds and symbolic universes. A nother link betw een the literary and social aspects of P e te rse n 's w ork was n o ted by D a rr (1988:120): 'Conspicuously absent from the field o f view afforded by P etersen 's literary lens is the elem ent of characterization. This is hardly coincidental, for it is precisely at this point that the literary and the social are m erged....That is, he treats the characters of Paul's story solely in sociological term s'.
F inally, th e sociology o f knowledge has a relativ e in d e p e n d e n c e w ithin the discipline o f sociology in the sense of fo rm ulating its own epistem ology for th e purpose of providing an explanation for the coming about and persistence o f every day social reality. A t the sam e time, the sociology of knowledge's understanding of social reality, as advocated by Berger & Luckmann, to my mind bears a close resem blance to structural functionalism, one of the main perspectives on the functioning of society distinguished within the social sciences (cf T urner 1982:19-116) .
CON CLU SIO N
T h is survey o f re c e n t sc h o la rsh ip w as in te n d e d to b e m o re d e sc rip tiv e th a n evaluative, although some evaluation is unavoidable and perhaps desirable. Broadly speaking, there are three major conclusions to be drawn from the survey:
■ A definite distinction should be m aintained betw een approaches concentrating on constructing a social history from and for the text, and approaches that wish N T S 47/1(1991) 
